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Universities of the Third Age (U3As) provide learning opportuni- 
ties for older adults who are largely free of work and family respon- 
sibilities. Worldwide, they typically take one of two forms (Swindell 
1997): the French model (based on the first U3A founded in 1973) 
is university based and offers mosdy formal courses; the British model, 
arising in Cambridge in 198 1 , emphasizes informal, autonomous self- 
help groups in which the instructors are usually third-agers them- 
selves, not college professors. In the United States and Canada, the 
term U3 A is virtually unknown, but the form exists as Institutes of 
Learning in Retirement (ILRs), begun in 1962. Most of the more 
than 200 ILRs are linked by the Elderhostel Learning Network 
(Young 1996). Like the British model, ILRs are community based 
and often member conducted; like the French model, many are af- 
filiated with colleges and universities (Swindell 1995). 

That U3As/ILRs are a growing phenomenon reflects the demo- 
graphic trend of more people living longer, healthier lives. They also 
reflect several educational trends: participation is strongly linked to 
prior education (ibid.); they are communities of learners without 
distinctions between teachers and learners (Cairns 1995; Williamson 
1995); and the global networking made possible by the Internet is 
enabling the participation of homeboumd, frail, or geographically 
isolated elders (Swindell and Vassella 1997). 

U3As/ILRs are at the intersection of educational funding and policy 
debates. The current rhetoric of lifelong learning and die “Learning 
Society" too often means a narrower emphasis on learning to im- 
prove work skills and economic productivity (Williamson 1997). 
This vocational emphasis is less appropriate and overly constraining 
for third-age learners. At the same time, competition for limited 
educational and social services monies fuels stereotypes of an aging 
population as a drain on society (Swindell 1997). However, leam- 
ing-in-retirement programs can demonstrate how they improve and 
prolong quality of life, making the case for funding programs that 
support self-sufficiency and increased well-being, thus freeing social 
services money for the neediest individuals (Swindell 1991, 1997). 

Issues that U3As/lLRs must address to sustain their momentum into 
the 21st century include (1) broadening participation to more di- 
verse groups of elders (Swindell 1997); (2) exploiting the network- 
ing possibilities of the World Wide Web (ibid.); (3) addressing the 
intergenerational imperative by encouraging reflection on life expe- 
riences and integration of self (Williamson 1997); and (4) fostering 
research on aging by third-age participants themselves (Bynum and 
Seaman 1993; Lemieux 1995). 
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Universities of the Third Age contribute both to individual well- 
being and national economies. One new direction is electronic net- 
working and the World Wide Web. Although expensive to imple- 
ment, this would have the potential of reaching even greater num- 
bers of the aging population. 
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256-363. 

Williamson, A. “The University of the Third Age (U3A) Move- 
ment and Its Rise in New South Wales: In the Great Tradition of 
Liberal Adult Education?” 1995. (ED 391 070) 

Presents a brief history of U3As and raises issues about how they 
can retain their momentum into the next century. 
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Communication between U3As within nations and across nations 
is limited, and an influential coordinating body is needed. 



Organizational Resources 

Elderhostel Institute Network, 75 Federal St, Boston, MA 02110; 
617/422-0784; fax: 617/426-0549; e-mail: network® elderhostel.org; 
http://www.elderhostel.org 

International Association of Universities of the Third Age, Sender 
du Goria 8-10, Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium B-1348. 
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Cedex France F-3 1042. 

Third Age Trust, 26 Harrison St., London WC1H 8JG, United King- 
dom; e-mail: national.office@u3a.org.uk; http://www.u3a.org.uk 

University of the Third Age Harrow: http://www.limedene. 
demon.co.uk/u3a_sites.html (an international list of U3As) 
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